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Christian fundamentalism of the
kind that denies both Big Bang
and evolution and accepts the
genesis as a literally exact
description of how our world
originated is a phenomenon
typically associated with certain
areas of the United States. Time
and again, American creationists
succeed in purging the minimal
curriculum of the science they
loathe, as it happened temporarily
in Kansas in 1999, or at least in
getting biology books adorned
with a sticky label saying that
evolution is just a theory (a
procedure just reconfirmed in
Alabama). Surveys reveal that a
whopping 47% of the nation that
contributed most to the
sequencing of the human genome
stubbornly denies the process by
which it came into existence, and
which is confirmed a million times
over by all the genetic data now
available. Equally paradoxically,
half the population commanding
the world’s biggest nuclear
arsenal reckon that radioactive
decay is a less reliable measure of
the Earth’s age than the bible. 
Although every new creationist
success stirs up the same kind of
Darwin vs. Jesus debate and US
educationalists continue to voice
their concerns over the
superstitions they encounter in
many of their pupils, scientists
around the globe have learned to
accept this paradox as a part of
the US folklore. European
scientists will be more concerned
to hear that the phenomenon now
seems to have crossed the
Atlantic. In March, British
newspapers revealed that a
secondary school funded partly by
the taxpayer presents the
creationist view as a respectable
“scientific” alternative to the
version that’s in the biology text
books and in the National
Curriculum. And these might not
even have come to the public’s
attention had the college not
cheekily hosted a conference for
the creationists to exchange
recipes of how best to infiltrate
science teaching with their
doctrines. 
An intellectual battle that
was fought and resolved in
the 1870s seems to have
opened up again
Emmanuel College at Gateshead,
in north-east England is a city
technology college, pioneering a
typical scheme designed to attract
private sponsorship into the
education system backed by the
Labour government. The only
trouble is that in this case the
private sponsor and chair of the
school’s board, a millionaire car
dealer, is an evangelical Christian
and has managed to instate his
religious views in the teaching of
of the school. 
The immediate response from
Britain’s media-savvy scientists
was predictably furious. An
outraged Richard Dawkins just
about managed to channel his
rage into a fictional analogy: “The
Rome-deniers, let’s imagine, are a
well-organised group of nutters
...” he wrote on the day the story
broke. He and other prominent
scientists including geneticist
Steve Jones and physical chemist
Peter Atkins have urged the
education authority Ofsted to
reinspect the science teaching of
the school and revise the
favourable report it gave following
a recent inspection. 
Concern continued to spread,
however, as it emerged during the
following days that Emmanuel
College is probably not the only
public-funded school in Britain to
sell the genesis as scientific truth.
A Seventh Day Adventist school in
in North London was named as
another example, but schools
connected with other faiths may
follow. Many will be even more
worried by the thought that
Labour’s love for public–private
partnerships might mean that the
education system is efficiently for
sale to anyone with the
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Dismay:Tony Blair, the British prime
minster, has alarmed scientists with his
backing for a school claimed to present
creationist views as  a `scientific’ alterna-
tive to evolutionary theory in biology
lessons. (Photo: Associated Press)
appropriate amount of cash,
regardless of the religious agenda
they may want to impose on the
pupils. Emmanuel College may be
the first of many.
The crisis came to a head in the
prime minister’s question time in
the Commons, when Tony Blair
refused to criticize the creationist
teaching of Emmanuel College,
which was founded under the
Tory regime but designated a
‘beacon’ school by his
government. Blair pointed to the
consistently good results
produced by the school (which
however, are little surprising as,
unlike the fully state-funded
comprehensive schools, it is
allowed to select its pupil intake)
and to the need for ‘diversity’ in
education. The debate left
observers scratching their heads
over the question of whether the
prime minister believes that our
planet was created by God some
4,000 years ago. When his
spokesman was cornered later on,
he stated that he did not know
Blair’s view on that question. 
If Blair, who is known to hold
strong Christian beliefs, also
adheres to the creationist view, he
stands isolated from both the
catholic and anglican hierarchies
in Britain, who have no problems
in accepting evolution and have
pointed out repeatedly that the
creationist fundamentalism is as
damaging for religion as for
science. Richard Harries, bishop
of Oxford, found it “depressing”
that an intellectual battle that was
fought and resolved in the 1870s
seems to have opened up 
again on the basis of a
misunderstanding of both science
and the Bible. “Evolution is a
theory of great explanatory
power,” he says. “It is not a ‘faith’
position as the college in
Gateshead alleges.” But Blair
might find support from George
W. Bush, who during his election
campaign claimed that “on the
issue of evolution, the verdict is
still out on how God created the
Earth.” 
Michael Gross is a science writer in
residence at the School of
Crystallography, Birkbeck College,
University of London. He can be
contacted through his web page at
www.michaelgross.co.uk. 
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A newly revealed ancient and
little-studied biological
community is under
unprecedented threat, writes
Nigel Williams.
Pressure is growing for protection
of some of the least known but
most ancient biological systems —
deep-water coral reefs — under
threat of destruction as trawlers
increasingly turn to deep sea
fishing with catches in more
conventional shallow-water
fisheries dwindling dramatically.
Deep water corals, as opposed
to the well-known shallow water
corals of the tropics, occur
worldwide and in high latitudes.
Although known to fishermen and
scientists for centuries they have
been poorly studied and the
number of reefs unknown.
But in the north-east Atlantic,
where fishing vessels have been
driven off the continental shelf to
deeper waters in the search for
fish, large amounts of coral
‘bycatch’ have been appearing in
the trawlers’ nets. And over the
past five years video material from
manned and unmanned
submersibles has begun to reveal
evidence to a wider audience of
just how spectacular and
extensive these reefs can be,
stretching from Ireland to Norway.
The new technology has been
largely driven by oil companies
seeking new fields worthy of
commercial exploitation.
But the pictures also reveal the
extent of damage to the reefs
caused by trawling. Trawl scars at
depths from 200–1,400 metres and
up to 4 kilometres long have been
observed, where coral has been
destroyed, rocks have dragged
around and sediment turned over.
Where reefs are known to occur,
fishermen try to avoid them as
they can cause considerable
damage to their trawling gear, but
with pressure building to find new
fishing grounds, fresh damage is
inevitably occurring. 
The new evidence of destruction
is more alarming in the light of
work carried out by Jason Hall-
Spencer at the University of
Glasgow, and colleagues in France
and Norway published in a recent
issue of the Proceedings of the
Royal Society (Proc R. Soc. Lond.
B 2002, vol. 269, pages 507–511).
They have charted some of the
damage but they also carried out
carbon dating to analyse the age
of the reef corals. Analysis of living
material suggested an age of
around 450 years and from dead
reef material, between 4,000 and
5,000 years. 
“I believe some material may
perhaps date to around 10,000
years,” says Hall-Spencer. Linear
skeletal extension rates for one
species of coral are estimated to
range from 2–25 mm per year,
slowing down with age, such that
accumulation is extremely slow.
Video evidence examined by
Hall-Spencer and his colleagues
found that the deep-water coral
systems off west Norway were
especially fragile and easily
reduced to rubble by towed
fishing gear. Unlike shallow reef
systems which favour forms
capable of withstanding constant
wave action, there is also
insufficient light for calcareous
algae to attach and strengthen the
reef structure.
The team found five main coral
species in total but data on their
biology is scant. Their sexual
behaviour is unknown and even
data on feeding and other
behaviours is scarce, the team
report. And some of the reef-
associated fish now targeted by
fishermen are very long-lived.
Some do not reach maturity until
30 years old and can have a
lifespan of more than 100 years
which also has major implications
for any efforts to develop a
sustainable fishery amongst these
deep-living species.
But with growing pressure from
fishing on these deep-sea
communities, the corals’ future
looks threatened. Fortunately,
both Australia, concerned about
destruction of reefs off Tasmania,
and Norway have now introduced
legislation to protect the reefs.
Hall-Spencer and his colleagues
hope that growing awareness of
these reefs will prompt other
states to follow their lead. 
A hidden coral destruction
